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It speaks volumes for the public spirit surging up in England
at that time that so much municipal development nevertheless
went forward. Stimulus came gradually through the franchise
reform of 1867, which in towns gave most municipal voters a
vote for parliament also. Narrow and often corrupt cliques,
kept in power at the town halls by electoral apathy, could not
survive the new public interest. The radical city of Birmingham
showed the way, and the celebrated mayoralty of Joseph Cham-
berlain (1873-6) not only transformed its civic life, but held up
the torch of example to municipalities far and wide. As Cham-
berlain himself put it, the town was 'parked, paved, assized,
marketed, Gas-and-Watered, and improved—all as the result of
three years' active work'.1 While it was still in progress came
1875—Disraeli's annus mirabilis of social reform—bringing the
great Public Health Act. This for the first time armed the Eng-
lish municipalities as a whole with most of the powers which had
hitherto proved useful when obtained by some of them under
special acts. In the same year the first of Cross's Housing Acts
introduced a new method of housing reform. Till then there had
only been Lord Shaftesbury's two acts of 1851, permitting local
authorities to supervise common lodging-houses (and in some
cases procure their erection), and the Torrens Act of 1866,
enabling them to compel the owners of individual insanitary
houses to put them in proper condition. Cross's acts were the
first authorizing what are now called clearance schemes; they
empowered local authorities to condemn, demolish, and recon-
struct whole areas. Chamberlain in 1875-6 carried through at
Birmingham the largest project of this kind hitherto attempted.
It covered between forty and fifty acres, and required a special
local act, in whose passage the conservative president of the local
government board co-operated with the radical mayor. The
great thoroughfare known as Corporation Street resulted.
The second Cross Act and a second Torrens Act were both
passed in 1879. Even so, the feeling grew that far too little was
being done. In 1881 there was a select committee of the house of
commons; in 1882, another Act; in 1883, a pamphlet by G. R.
Sims, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, moved the queen and shook
even the party politicians. The outcome in 1884 was the famous
Royal Commission on Housing, in which the prince of Wales,
Cardinal Manning, Lord Salisbury, Goschen, Cross, Torrens,
1 J, L. Garvin, Life of Chamberlain, i (1932), aos.

